334         THE     DON     FLOWS     HOME
Gregor silently went out into the yard and mounted his
horse. He reached his village meadowland early in tj^
evening. The road ran through the Virgin Glade, where
every year on St. Peter's day the cossacks drank vodka
after allotting the meadowland. He passed Alexei's Thicket,
running like a headland out into the meadows. Long yeag^
ago, in this thicket wolves had attacked a cow belonging to a
Tatarsk cossack named Alexei. Alexei was dead long since,
even his memory was worn away as the inscription wears
off. a tombstone, his surname was forgotten by his neighbours
and kinsmen ; but the thicket named after him still stretched
its dark-green crowns of oaks and elms to heaven. Here the
Tatarsk cossacks were wont to cut down trees for fashioning
domestic articles, but each spring vital young shoots arose
around the old stumps, there would be a year or two of
imperceptible growth, and once more Alexei's Thicket would
be spreading its green branches and in autumn would he
attired in a golden mantle of frost-nipped oak leaves.          ^
Gregor rode under the cool shade of the branches along
the overgrown last year's road. He passed through the
Virgin Glade and made his way up to the Black Cliff, his
mind intoxicated with memories. In his boyhood, close to
three poplars he had often hunted wild young ducklings;
by the Round Pond he had sat fishing with a line from dawn
to dusk. A little farther on stood a single old cranberry
bush. It was visible from the Melekhov yard, and every
autumn Gregor had stood on the porch of the hut and
delighted in the sight of the bush. From a distance it
looked as though consumed by a crimson flame. His dea4
brother Piotra had been very fond of pies made with thlT
bitter cranberries.
With a quiet melancholy in his heart Gregor looked
around the well-known spots. His horse went at a walking-
pace, lazily driving the gadflies and mosquitoes off with its
tail. The grasses gently bowed beneath the breeze, and the
meadowland rippled with speckled shadows.
-He rode to the trenches occupied by the Tatarsk infantry
company and sent for his father. Summoned by Christonia,
old Pantaleimon came hurriedly limping along.                 ^
" Well, greetings, chief! " the old man called to him as
he came up.
" Hallo, father ! "